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CITY OF SCOTTSDALE 
DESERT DISCOVERY CENTER PHASE III FEASIBILITY COMMITTEE 

 
WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 8, 2012 

 
ARIZONA STATE UNIVERSITY SKYSONG 

ROOM 249, IMAGINATION 
1475 NORTH SCOTTSDALE ROAD 

SCOTTSDALE, ARIZONA 85257 
MINUTES 

 
MEMBERS PRESENT: Mike Nolan, Chair 
    Nancy Dallett 
    Melinda Gulick (arrived at 8:20 a.m.) 
    Ken Travous 
 
ABSENT:   Patrick Weeks, Vice Chair 
 
STAFF:   Kroy Ekblaw 

Bill Peifer 
Bob Tunis 
Lusia Galav 

 
GUESTS:   Bob Sather 
    Dan Gruber    
     
Call to Order/Roll Call 
 
Chair Nolan called the meeting of the Desert Discovery Center Phase III Feasibility 
Committee to order at 8:13 a.m.  A formal roll call confirmed a quorum of members 
present as stated above.   
 
 
1. Approval of Minutes 
 

 Regular Meeting: January 27, 2012 
 
Chair Nolan suggested that the first sentence in section 2.e.ii be modified to read, "...it 
would be better for the project if the Committee recommended to the Council…"  He also 
suggested rewording the recommendation in that same section to clarify that it was not 
the Committee's intent to have City Council meet annually to re-evaluate the potential of 
a bond election.  Mr. Ekblaw suggested striking the words "meet," and "to" in the 
recommendation.   



DESERT DISCOVERY CENTER PHASE III FEASIBILITY COMMITTEE 
Regular Meeting 
February 8, 2012 
Page 2 of 5 
 

COMMITTEE MEMBER DALLETT MOVED TO APPROVE THE MINUTES OF THE 
REGULAR MEETING OF JANUARY 27, 2012 AS AMENDED.  COMMITTEE 
MEMBER TRAVOUS SECONDED.  THE MOTION CARRIED UNANIMOUSLY BY A 
VOTE OF THREE (3) TO ZERO (0).  COMMITTEE MEMBER GULICK WAS NOT YET 
PRESENT. 
 
Committee Member Travous noted that while he was unable to attend the January 27, 
2012 meeting, he endorses the actions taken by the Committee that day. 
 
 
2. Agenda Items 
 

 Discussion and Possible Action on Draft Committee Recommendations Memo to City 
Council 

 
Mr. Ekblaw reviewed a draft statement of the Committee's recommendations to City 
Council.  Committee Member Dallett requested that the document include an executive 
summary with an indication of the major recommendations in brief.  The summary 
should convey firmly the Committee's support for the vision of the DDC, and explain why 
the project is important for Scottsdale's future.  It should generously communicate the 
enthusiasm that the Committee has developed for the project as their understanding of it 
has grown.  The Committee feels that the DDC is feasible, important, and it certainly 
should be built once the economic timing is right.   
 
Chair Nolan suggested the inclusion of a statement noting that the Committee realizes 
that the operation of the DDC presents a risk that cannot be evaluated at this time, since 
an operator does not exist.  The Committee recognizes the importance of choosing the 
right operator during the selection process.   
 
Committee Member Gulick clarified that the private capital campaign feasibility study is 
working to determine the viability of raising money to cover capital construction and 
initial startup operating funds.  The money will be used to help cover the shortfall during 
the first couple of years.  She suggested a statement recognizing that the business plan 
would include an operating reserve that would provide a cushion over the first couple of 
years, and that the need to access this reserve is considered a normal part of a non-
profit organization's business plan.  Chair Nolan added that the comment should reflect 
that the operating entity would have to engage in ongoing yearly fundraising efforts to 
fully cover operating costs, as is typical for non-profit organizations.  He also suggested 
defining a physical boundary where the City's horticultural staff will assume responsibility 
for the landscaping.   
 
Committee Member Dallett clarified that the DDC Committee or a capital campaign 
feasibility study component, re-evaluate the public and private funding viability in 
fall/winter of 2012, and periodically thereafter.  Mr. Ekblaw said nothing would restrict the 
Committee from recommending to City Council which entity should conduct that 
evaluation.  Committee Member Travous said the DDC Committee should at least be 
made available to the City Council for that purpose.  Chair Nolan stated that the 
Committee could express an interest in meeting at minimum annually until an operator is 
established.   
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Committee Member Dallett suggested that the language be modified throughout the 
document to emphasize that the project is being delayed, not shelved.  She also 
suggested adding language to convey the Committee's thoughts on the theme, the 
immersive experience, and the educational component.  Chair Nolan noted that the 
potential savings from constructing the DDC in phases would be relatively limited, and 
that phasing could reduce revenue opportunities to unsustainable levels should the DDC 
open too small. 
 
Committee Member Gulick said the Committee expressed very strong agreement about 
the site location, the design concept of the pavilions, and general support for the 
concepts of the exhibits and the immersive experience, and the gift shop and retail 
amenities.  She emphasized that the theme of the exhibits should always focus on the 
uniqueness of the Sonoran Desert.   
 
Chair Nolan stated that the DDC would certainly include some type of gift shop and food 
service, but the inclusion of high-end amenities, as described in the study, are not at all 
necessary for the functioning of the museum, and that point should be made clear.  He 
felt the report should indicate the Committee's satisfaction that the DDC was viable at a 
lower attendance level than explored in the study.  Council Member Travous expressed 
concern that the proposed language in the report could potentially send the wrong 
message that the Committee only supports a modified DDC concept, and that higher-
level projections are unachievable.  Instead, the Committee's intent was to convey that 
the project is still viable even if attendance projections are lower than the study 
anticipates.   
 
Committee Member Gulick suggested clarifying the language to recognize that while the 
City owns the DDC, it should not be responsible for shortfalls in operating costs.  The 
operator, who is in charge of the facility, should work within the terms of a contract that 
adheres to the City's Preserve Ordinance.  As worded, the language suggests that the 
City would control operations.  No businessperson would want to risk an investment that 
way.  Committee Member Travous argued that citizens would also be reluctant to have 
the government provide funding without having any control over how it is spent.  
Committee Member Gulick explained that the land use has to be controlled by the City, 
while the operation is managed by the contract.  Mr. Ekblaw said bed tax dollars have 
the flexibility to provide money to a 501(c)(3), in a matching format, to support the hiring 
of an executive director.  There are more limitations on how money from a bond election 
can be spent.   
 
Committee Member Travous inquired whether staff had the resources to handle the 
project from the City's perspective.  Mr. Ekblaw responded that staff will be involved in 
supporting the DDC at some level, but felt it would be inappropriate for staff to take the 
lead in fundraising and building momentum for the project.  Committee Member Travous 
agreed, but noted that eventually, the 501(c)(3) would need to work with a City staff 
liaison.  Mr. Ekblaw responded that a team of employees could handle some tasks, and 
the City could identify a leader of that team as the project moves forward.   
 
Committee Member Travous felt that City Council should recognize that it will take a lot 
of work to coordinate the DDC from the City's perspective, and it might require hiring a 
staff person specifically for that task.  Mr. Ekblaw said the City Manager would designate 
the appropriate team and lead for implementation of the DDC project as necessary. 
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Committee Member Dallett said steps should be taken to ensure that the DDC vision is 
kept in the public eye moving forward.  Mr. Ekblaw stated that the Preserve is a key 
component of the General Plan's open space element.  Reference is also made in the 
GP to using trails and the natural environment in an educational manner, though the 
DDC is not mentioned specifically there.  The DDC concept has been around for a very 
long time, and has filtered indirectly into City plans.   
 
Ms. Galav added that the DDC was mentioned in the General Plan's economic vitality 
component as a way to sustain Scottsdale as a tourist destination.  The City website has 
a specific link to the McDowell Sonoran Preserve.  Mr. Ekblaw added that the DDC is 
referenced on the Preserve webpage, and the DDC Committee appears on the Boards 
and Commissions webpage.  The DDC is included in discussions during the annual 
budget process and for the Bond Task Force.   
 
Mr. Ekblaw reviewed that the TDC could conceivably provide a recommendation in mid-
March, prior to the March 27 City Council work-study session.  Tentatively, there are 
three somewhat related items on that agenda.  The DDC presentation would occur first, 
followed by the Bond Task Force, and a discussion with the MSPC on future funding for 
the Preserve.  The City Council Subcommittee on Economic Development has the DDC 
item tentatively agendized for their March 8 meeting.   
 
COMMITTEE MEMBER DALLETT MOVED TO DIRECT STAFF TO APPROVE THE 
WORK PROGRAM AS AMENDED, AND TO RECOMMEND THAT THE TDC 
CONTINUE TO PROVIDE FUNDING TO SUPPORT THAT PROGRAM.  COMMITTEE 
MEMBER TRAVOUS SECONDED.  THE MOTION CARRIED BY A VOTE OF THREE 
(3) TO ZERO (0).  COMMITTEE MEMBER GULICK ABSTAINED. 
 
 
3. Staff and Committee Updates (A.R.S. 38-431.02(K)) 
 
Mr. Ekblaw said the work program would be revised based on the Committee's 
comments.  The goal is to wrap up Phase 3 by the February 22 meeting. 
 
Committee Member Travous suggested that the Chair's report to the City Council 
recognize the professionalism of the staff throughout the Committee's tenure. 
  
 
4. Public Comment (A.R.S. 38-431.02 (K)) 
 
Dan Gruber agreed with Committee Member Dallett that many important points were 
made in the last paragraph of page 4, and it would be appropriate to address them each 
in depth individually.  The Committee's recommendations should mention the 
expectation that the operating reserve will be used during the first few years to 
supplement the fundraising activity of the DDC staff.  That is what the fund is for and 
why it is being raised.  A startup reserve is a natural part of a new organizational startup, 
and this should be noted to reinforce public awareness.  At least one member of the 
DDC Committee, or a maximum of two members, should participate in the operator 
selection process. 
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Committee Member Travous said the Committee recognizes that a reserve fund is 
needed, but stating expectations that it will be used right away suggests that the budget 
was not put together very well.  Chair Nolan agreed, saying a reserve fund is a prudent 
step that many organizations make, and it should be available if needed. 
 
 
5. Identification of Future Agenda Items 
 
There were no further agenda items. 
 
 
6. Adjournment 
 
With no further business to discuss, the Committee meeting adjourned at 9:32 a.m. 
 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
A/V Tronics, Inc. DBA AVTranz. 


